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CLIMATE OF WISCONSIN
(ADAPTED FROM CLIMATOGRAPHY OF THE UNITED STATES NO. 60, NOAA)

GENERAL CLIMATIC FEATURES:
The Wisconsin climate is typically continental with some modification by Lakes Michigan and
Superior. The cold, snowy winters favor a variety of winter sports, and the warm summers appeal
to thousands of vacationers each year. About two-thirds of the annual precipitation falls during the
growing season (freeze-free period). It is normally adequate for vegetation, although drought is
occasionally reported. The climate is most favorable for dairy farming; the primary crops are corn,
small grains, hay, and vegetables. The rapid succession of storms moving from west to east and
southwest to northeast account for the stimulating climate.

TEMPERATURE:
The average annual temperature varies from 39ºF in the north to about 50ºF in the south. The
highest temperature ever recorded in Wisconsin was 114ºF at Wisconsin Dells on July 13, 1936,
and the lowest temperature on record was minus 55ºF, reported from Couderay on both February 2
and February 4, 1996.  The freeze-free season ranges from around 80 days per year in the upper
northeast and north-central lowlands to about 180 days in the Milwaukee area.
The pronounced moderating effect of Lake Michigan is well illustrated by the fact that the growing
season of 140 to 150 days along the east-central coastal area is of the same duration as in the
southwestern Wisconsin valleys. The short growing season in the central portion of the state is
attributed to a number of factors, among them an inward cold air drainage and the low heating
capacities of the peat and sandy soils. The average date of last spring freeze ranges from early May
along the Lake Michigan coastal area and southern counties to early June in the northernmost
counties. The first autumn freezes occur in late August and early September in the northern and
central lowlands to mid-October along the Lake Michigan coastline. However, a July freeze is not
entirely unusual in the north and central Wisconsin lowlands.  

PRECIPITATION:
The long-term mean annual precipitation ranges from 30 to 34 inches over most of the western
uplands and northern highlands, then diminishes to about 28 inches along most of the Wisconsin
central plain and Lake Superior coastal area. The higher average annual precipitation coincides
generally with the highest elevations, particularly the windward slopes of the western uplands and
northern highlands. Thunderstorms occur on average about 30 per year in northern Wisconsin to
about 40 per year in southern counties, and occur mostly in the summer. Occasional hail, wind, and
lightning damage are also reported.
The average seasonal snowfall varies from about 30 inches at Beloit to well over 100 inches in
northern Iron County along the steep western slope of the Gogebic Range. The heavy snowfall
along the Gogebic Range is a result of the prevailing cold northerly winter winds blowing across
the relatively warm water of Lake Superior. Greater average snowfall is recorded over the western
uplands and eastern ridges than in the adjacent lowlands. The mean dates of first snowfall of
consequence, an inch or more, vary from early November in northern localities to early December
in southern Wisconsin counties. Average annual duration of snow cover ranges from 85 days in
southernmost Wisconsin to more than 140 days along Lake Superior. The snow cover acts as
protective insulation for grasses, autumn seeded grains, alfalfa, and other vegetation.
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